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Abstract: Libraries are typically thought of as the realm
of books. Historically libraries were the places that collected
and housed the books of the community. For much of the
history of libraries, books and the information in them were
reserved for the elite. The development of public libraries
enabled the general public to access these resources that
were previously out of reach. In the last couple of decades
public libraries in the United States have shifted from just
providing access to books and online resources to
additionally providing access to a wider variety of
information and resources to assist the community. This
shift has included adding makerspaces, loaning out tools,
and creating spaces for the Human Library. Public libraries
create services that provide needed resources or information
to their community and have become knowledge creation
spaces. Some of the challenges that affect many libraries
throughout the United States are food deserts, lack of
nutrition and lack of cooking knowledge. While libraries
could just provide cookbooks, to help mitigate these
challenges for their community many public libraries in the
United States have created nutrition and cooking programs.
This paper will explore this shift in public libraries towards
nutrition and cooking programs and how this shift has led
to having teaching and mobile kitchens in public libraries.

Public libraries in the United States fundamentally shifted
their policies and procedures in the last couple of decades to
meet the evolving needs of the population served by the
facility. In the United States, public libraries are institutions
created to serve the general population, whether a city, town,
or county, and are open to the entire community. A prominent
shift that occurred was to holistically view the population. The
Charlotte Mecklenburg Library System serves a large
metropolitan area in North Carolina and the stated mission is
to “improve lives and build a stronger community” (Charlotte
Mecklenburg Library, n.d., par. 3). Libraries shifted from
being places of books and knowledge under the purview of
librarians to places of knowledge creation. An aspect of the
holistic shift and focus on knowledge creation is the
movement of food into public libraries in the United States.
The inclusion of food created a need to have librarians
focusing on food and nutrition. As a new focus for libraries,
food librarian positions vary throughout institutions based on
need. Two examples include the Culinary Librarian (Alesi
2019) at the Cuyahoga County Public Library in Ohio and
the Culinary Arts Coordinator ([Bradley?], n.d.) at the
Richland County Public Library in South Carolina.

Food in libraries shifted the need for librarians to
include culinary, nutrition and food literacy in the work
that is done in the community. Literacy is a strong
component of libraries with resources and services
provided to support the increase in a variety of literacies.
One definition of literacy according to dictionary.com is
“knowledge of a particular subject or field” (Literacy
Definitions & Meaning, n.d.). Food literacy is
understanding the impact of food on your health, and how
food impacts other aspects of our environment and
communities (Food Literacy Center, n.d.; Fraser Health
Authority, n.d.). Nutrition literacy is “the set of abilities
needed to understand the importance of good nutrition in
maintaining health” (The Gale Encyclopedia of Diets
2022). According to the Free Library of Philadelphia
Culinary Literacy Center, culinary literacy is 1) “learning
about food and cooking” and 2) “learning through
cooking” (Doran-Myers 2019, par. 4).
There is little research currently into how food has
progressed into public libraries in the United States. Most
research focuses on specific libraries and how and why those
facilities made the shift. The movement of food into the
library space is not a linear progression. The history of food
in libraries starts with the inclusion of cookbooks in
collections. This paper will explore the ways food is included
in the public library landscape in the United States, focusing
on the shift to nutrition and cooking programs and how
teaching and mobile kitchens have evolved in this space.
Cookbooks in Libraries
Public libraries collect and lend a large variety of books,
both physical and electronic, to provide the community
with needed resources. Cookbooks were the first item
related to culinary, nutrition, and food literacy added to
library collections. These resources provide access to
recipes, nutritional information, and other aspects of
culinary literacy. Some collections of cookbooks are
extensive, including the New York Public Library’s Dorot
Jewish Division, which includes thousands of cookbooks
(Rea 2021b, par. 1). Included in this collection are
community cookbooks. Community cookbooks are a type
of locally produced collection of recipes, histories and
stories created by diverse groups throughout the United
States. The Library of Congress has a listing of community
cookbooks found from around the United States and
digitized (Kelly 2020). Cookbooks are the first way that
libraries passively address the needs of the community and
include food in the space.
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Library of Things
Library of Thing (LOT) collections are another way libraries
passively address the needs of the community. LOT
collections are made up of non-book materials. Non-book
materials were collected and circulated in public libraries in
the United States for many years. In 1904 the Newark Public
Library in New York state loaned out framed paintings
(Dankowski and Mead 2018). More recently libraries have
created LOT collections which include materials such as
cameras, computers, sewing machines, games, and musical
instruments. Increasingly libraries throughout the United
States have added culinary materials to the LOT providing
access to needed materials. In Ohio, Auglaize County
Libraries have a collection that includes baking pans, cake
toppers, and utensils (Auglaize County Public Library, n.d.).
The Akron-Summit County Public Library in Ohio has a
LOT collection that includes over 80 different shapes of cake
pans, canning equipment, ice cream makers, a rice cooker
and cookie cutters (Conn 2021, par. 8-11).
Food Programming in Libraries
Increasingly libraries have taken an active role with food.
Food programming in libraries includes events and
outreach to the community. A recent publication, Gather
‘Round the Table: Food Literacy Programs, Resources, and
Ideas for Libraries, discusses how libraries can implement
their own food literacy programs ([Christopher?] 2020).
Based on the needs of the community, libraries have a
variety of culinary, food, or nutrition literacy programs.
According to Stacy Alesi in 2019, “food programming has
become mainstream in many libraries” (2019, par. 21).
Some libraries collaborate with outside organizations to
develop and present programs enabling the organizations
to focus on areas of expertise. In addition, some
organizations provide funds to present food and nutrition
programs in libraries. The Massachusetts Libraries Board
of Library Commissioners in the state of Massachusetts
recently developed a grant for libraries to promote culinary
literacy in their community, “At the Table: Culinary
Literacy in Your Community” (Hernandez 2021, par. 10).
In 2009 the Louisiana State University Health Sciences
Center at Shreveport, Louisiana, created a program with
local public libraries to provide a wellness program,
“Making the Wellness and Kids’ Health Connection in
North Louisiana,” for children and families in low-income
communities (Woodson, Timm and Jones 2011). The
Health Sciences Center and the libraries created healthrelated story times and hands-on activities that reinforced
the message provided by the story. Story times are a
common feature in public libraries for younger children
and their families and adding a wellness component
enabled the facilitators to teach about wellness in a way
that the children could connect with. In 2019 a similar
program occurred in North Carolina with the Union
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County Public Library summer story time and nutrition
program. Working with the North Carolina Cooperative’s
Expanded Food and Nutrition Education Program
(EFNEP) the library presented the event at the Union
County Farmers Market. The stories “had themes that
centered around food and nutrition” (Bennett 2019, par.
2). The program included a web portal that was created to
provide informative resources for children and to highlight
the story hours sponsored by the library.
In addition to food and nutrition programs for children,
libraries have programming for adults. The Palm Beach
County Library System in Florida created a cookbook
discussion group (Alesi 2019). A result of this program was a
collaboration between a local grocery store and the library to
provide demonstrations of healthy cooking in the library. In
Georgia, the Athens-Clarke County Library created a
6-week series of classes that combined nutrition and English
as a Second Language (ESL) to teach people English through
food (Ridley 2019). The Jackson County Public Library in
North Carolina recently had a program with the
Uncomplicated Kitchen, “a nonprofit organization based in
western North Carolina that works to improve food security
in the area through educational outreach,” to teach attendees
how to create a grain salad bowl (Whitehead 2022, par. 5).
Teaching Kitchens
In the last two decades some libraries have added teaching
kitchens to the space to be used for food programming and
provide needed resources for the community. A teaching
kitchen shows the commitment of the institution towards
food, culinary, or nutrition literacy as taking space from
the library for a dedicated purpose is challenging when
many institutions face increased demands on the facility
space. Extensive renovations are often needed when adding
spaces such as teaching kitchens and public libraries in the
United States rely on public funding dollars which may be
lacking for such changes to the space.
The Free Library of Philadelphia created the first library
based culinary literacy center, The Culinary Literacy
Center, in 2014 and it included one of the first teaching
kitchens found in a library (Free Library of Philadelphia,
n.d.). The center offers programming in most of the system
libraries and they “teach healthy cooking, build community,
and promote civic dialogue” (Free Library of Philadelphia,
n.d., par. 2). The program is the originator of many of the
following teaching kitchens by showing how it could be
done and by providing a guide for other libraries to follow.
The Maitland Public Library in Florida, another early
adopter, received a grant in 2014 to create a teaching
kitchen (Rea 2021a). One of the programs done by the
library is “Healthy Chefs with Maitland” which includes
local chefs and restaurant owners who do demonstrations
in the library that focus on healthy recipes or making
recipes healthier (Rea 2021a). The library also provides a
kid’s series, “Fresh for Kids” (Rea 2021a).
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In South Carolina, the Richland Library Northeast
completed a full library renovation in 2018 which included
adding a teaching kitchen to the space. According to the
library’s website, the space is used to “learn about culinary
techniques, regional and international cuisine, health, and
culinary literacy” (Richland Library, n.d.). In addition to
the teaching kitchen, the location has a Culinary Arts
Coordinator who handles blog creation and events in the
kitchen ([Bradley?], n.d.). In 2021 Fayetteville Public
Library in Arkansas expanded the building to include a
16-station teaching kitchen (Fayetteville Public Library,
n.d.). A new library opening in 2022 in Kansas City
Missouri, the Green Hills Library Center, will include a
teaching kitchen and a production kitchen available for use
by local businesses (Windsor 2022, par. 2).
Mobile Kitchens
Due to space constraints, financial constraints and the
needs of the community, many libraries have gone in the
direction of mobile kitchens instead of the more static
teaching kitchen. Mobile kitchens use less space and
include all the necessary supplies for basic cooking,
including heating elements and a sink. Most libraries
purchase a mobile kitchen, such as a Charlie Cart, instead
of building one. Charlie Carts are built by the Charlie Cart
Project started in 2015 to have an “all-in-one program—a
kitchen on wheels and a full curriculum with classroomtested recipes—connecting the dots between food, health
and the environment” (Charlie Cart 2021, par. 2). Some
libraries incorporate mobile kitchens with other types of
food programming such as story time and a teaching
kitchen, while other institutions focus on the mobile
kitchen as the primary source of food programming.
The San Francisco Public Library in California
developed a mobile kitchen program in 2016, Biblio Bistro,
in response to a previous food program in 2009 when the
San Francisco Public Library System Mission Branch
Library planted a small garden in the children’s area
(Johnson 2016). Librarians found that the community,
when presented by the garden, had questions about how to
cook harvested vegetables. Biblio Bistro consists of a
Charlie Cart which set up in the Heart of the City Farmers
Market (Johnson 2016).
In 2016 the Books and Cooks culinary literacy program
in Camden County New Jersey was created to support the
community (Ewen 2018). The cart is moved to each of the 8
branches and the community college to provide
programming throughout the region. The library works
with local organizations to “supply food, staffing,
demonstrations, and education” (Ewen 2018, par. 4). In
2017 libraries in Chattanooga Tennessee and Redwood
City California purchased Charlie Carts to provide
programming throughout the communities (Ewen 2018).
In Chattanooga, the Flavor Lab is used primarily in the
downtown location and taken to outdoor markets (Ewen
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2018). In Redwood City, La Concina de Libros moves
around the different branches and the library collaborates
with local chefs for programming (Ewen 2018). In 2019,
the Anoka County Library in Minnesota purchased a
Charlie Cart (Anoka County Library, n.d.). The purpose of
the food program, Curiosity Kitchen, is to “connect food
and cooking with math, English language arts, science, and
social studies concepts while having fun” (Anoka County
Ship Newsletter 2018, par. 5).
During the beginning stages of the pandemic in 2020,
Gwinnett County Public Library in Georgia started a
mobile kitchen program, Kitchen a’ la Cart, using a Charlie
Cart to provide resources on how to cook foods that were
distributed through a connection with other organizations
(Gwinnett County Public Library, n.d.). The program was
an extension of the YouTube cooking program the library
hosted.
In 2017 the South Carolina State Library started an
initiative “SC Read Eat Grow” in connection with other
local organizations such a SNAP-ed, which is the
educational arm of the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program The initiative is to encourage “nutrition
education, health literacy and food-related programming
in public libraries” (South Carolina State Library, n.d.a,
par. 1). There is “at least one training for library staff each
month that specifically addresses an aspect of food,
nutrition, or health literacy” (Antill 2021, par. 2). As part
of this initiative the State Library has a Charlie Cart and
multiple Kitchen in the Box Kits available for libraries to
use in the state (South Carolina State Library, n.d.b). The
Kitchen in the Box Kits include much of the same
materials as the Charlie Cart without the heating elements
and the sink making them lighter and easier to transport.
Virtual Programming
In 2020 public libraries in the United States had to close
and much of their programming had to be canceled or
pivoted due to the COVID-19 pandemic. To continue
connecting with the community, public libraries have
shifted to virtual cooking classes or a variety of mobile
food-based programming. Some libraries used existing
mobile kitchens or teaching kitchens to provide needed
resources in a safe and online manner, for example, the
Brooklyn Public Library in New York used the mobile
kitchen, “CookMobile,” to produce virtual lessons (News
12 Staff 2020, par. 4). The Maitland Public Library in
Florida shifted the food programming done in the existing
teaching kitchen to a virtual platform (Rea 2021a). Other
libraries began creating culinary videos highlighting
collections and virtual programming. The Greensboro
Public Library in North Carolina was listed as an Urban
Innovator in 2022 for the culinary videos created by the
librarians to connect people and provided needed
information on cooking (Lenstra 2022).
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Conclusion
Libraries historically inhabit the realm of books. As
libraries become increasingly holistic, collections, spaces,
and programming have changed. Libraries are places of
knowledge creation and creativity in addition to being
open to the whole community, making these spaces ideal
for introducing new ways of thinking about food,
nutrition, and wellness. LOT and cookbooks continue to
be a passive means of providing resources and for some
libraries, these methods will prevail due to lack of space
and funding, and the movement of food in this space will
stop. Active methods of moving food into the library space,
such as food programming, teaching kitchens, mobile
kitchens, and virtual food programming, continue to
increase in many libraries. The movement of food into the
library space is new and assessment of the success of
programming is needed.
Food connects everyone. Programming that supports
literacy in food can be used to support cultural
understanding and interconnectedness. Whether through
mobile kitchens or teaching kitchens or virtual
programming, libraries have created communities of
knowledge and creation and have moved that expertise into
the realm of food. Mobile kitchens have allowed libraries
pre and post pandemic to outreach to the communities and
provide holistic programming. The kitchens also allowed
libraries to pivot as needed during the pandemic towards
virtual programming. Overall, the shift to teaching and
mobile kitchens will continue as more libraries work to
support communities in new ways and more research into
the shift of food into libraries is needed to support the
work libraries are doing.
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